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Introduction

So, what’s the key to throwing a great bridal shower? As you’re sitting down to start on the who, where, when, and what for this very important party, you’re probably wondering how you can put together the shower of a lifetime, the shower of the bride’s dreams. The bride is obviously very important to you, you love her very much, and you want to create a shower she’ll not only enjoy, but remember forever with nothing but smiles and “now that was a great shower!” memories. And if you do it right, all the guests will feel the same way.

Nervous? If you are, fear not. Lots of women start this process under a mountain of pressure, sweating the details and hoping the party they plan turns out to be a huge success and not a boring, cheesy, yawn-fest that even the bride can’t wait to be done with. (If you’ve ever been to one of the latter endless types, you know what I’m talking about!) Sure, it’s an important task, but with your creativity, your pure desire to plan the shower of the bride’s dreams, and the help of all of the ideas in this book, you’re already well on your way to shower-planning success! Not too long from now, you’ll have created from scratch one fabulous party, starting the bride off on her road to wedded bliss with not only a boatload of amazing presents, but the heart-warming assurance that she is adored by you and by everyone on the guest list as well. And that’s the real goal here.

So what makes a great bridal shower? It’s not just gourmet finger food, origami-folded napkins, raspberry-filled starfish-shaped chocolate favors in pink cellophane bags with the bride’s initials stamped on them in gold print, kicky fluorescent martinis, or a fine merlot in crystal glasses. These are all beautiful accents and, indeed, some of the details that make an already-amazing shower pretty, stylish, and sophisticated. But they’re not guarantees of success in and of themselves. What catapults the success level of a shower is that it’s all about the bride (and the groom, too, if it’s a co-ed shower). Personalize it. Choose elements and a theme that’s really her, including all of the things and people she loves. She doesn’t want or deserve a cookie-cutter shower, so go to great lengths to make sure this party is one-of-a-kind, just like her.

Another key factor is that the shower is unique. Think of every other bridal shower you’ve been to … think of the games, the menu, the cake decoration, the general way things usually go … and then see where you can make it original, irreverent, laugh-out-loud amusing, indulgent, and just plain ol’ fun. This book is going to help you choose from thousands of fun ideas, which will make your job a lot easier.

It’s Not Your Mother’s Shower

By far, the smartest shower hosts these days know that showers have changed from the old days, just as weddings have. Today’s showers aren’t like your mother’s, with every stereotypical game you’ve ever heard of and canapés and wine spritzers on the menu. After all, in decades past, showers were meant to provide the bride with all the things she’d need to set up her first home with her husband-to-be—those blenders, measuring spoons, cooking utensils, pillows, his and hers towel sets, and all the other must-haves for domestic bliss wrapped up in pretty white wrapping paper with iridescent bows.

These days, the bride is very likely to have her household set up already. She has her own blender, coffeemaker, and Egyptian cotton sheet sets. This is an era in which the bride has lived on her own for years before getting engaged, or where the couple has lived together for quite some time before planning to marry. These couples don’t need the complete kitchen appliance collection or a bucket full of utensils; they’re just as likely to register for kayaks and mountain bikes or a collection of fine wines in addition to those blenders and his and hers towel sets.

Yes, times have changed. Second-time brides rightfully enjoy their own bridal showers, the couple’s kids plan some showers, and now the men might be joining in at a stylish co-ed shower. The party itself might be held at a winery, a museum, on a beachside deck, or in an estate home’s garden rather than at home or in a restaurant. The theme might be wild and racy (as in the lingerie shower), glamorous (as in the come-as-your-favorite-diva party), upscale (the food and wine shower), or completely indulgent (the pampering spa party).

In short, the bridal shower of the twenty-first century is no cookie-cutter affair, no repeat of every bridal shower held for the past fifty years. The old rules are pretty much out the window, and you have a world of ideas and freedom of planning at your disposal, taking the pressure and bundled nerves away and setting you on your way to planning an unforgettable, meaningful celebration the bride will adore.

I’m Not Made of Money … How am I Supposed to Afford This?

Before you panic, I have to assure you that this is not going to be a full-time job and your whole life for the next six months. It’s not a wedding you’re planning here, it’s just a fun party. Most of the bridal shower hosts I spoke to said they completed the planning in less than three months, devoting just a few hours each week to it, and they had the full support and assistance of the other bridal party members, the mothers, and even the brides themselves!

Planning a great shower is usually the result of a team effort, with several people sharing the work and expenses. You can plan a fabulous shower on a budget, with the right decisions making the shower look more expensive than it is. Add in the fact that creativity is free and a shower is more about meaning than price, and you don’t have a lot to worry about. If you do have money on your mind, I’ve provided you with an entire chapter on budget ideas and sneaky little ways to make your favors, decor, menu, invitations, and even gifts look like you broke into your 401K and your mutual funds to pay for them, when in fact you haven’t spent a lot at all.

As far as workload, I’ve also come to your rescue with a feature on sharing and delegating the work among your friendly helpers, so you have time for your own life. Planning a shower shouldn’t be a headache or a burden and, with the help of this book, it certainly won’t be. Making the plans and sifting through ideas, coming up with themes and building a party around all those great elements—that’s a large part of the fun. Excited now? Great! Let’s get started …
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Who’s in Charge Here?

If you’re reading this book, chances are you’re in the lead position for planning the shower. In most cases, it’s the maid or matron of honor (likely you) who takes on the role of main organizer and host, with the rest of the bridesmaids supporting in many ways as your partners. Someone has to be in charge, for efficiency’s sake, and every good team needs a leader. The best leader knows, however, that it’s a group effort, that everyone’s opinion counts, and that the shower will come together much more wonderfully if you’re a great “boss” to work with.

I’ve heard way too many stories of commanding and control-freak shower hosts who tell the rest of the bridesmaids what’s going to be done, when, and for how much. It’s their party, they know best, and everyone else had better listen to them. On the flip side of the control-freak shower host who runs the show like a boot camp is the emotionally detached host who can’t (or won’t) handle the responsibility and delegates every little task to the others. When I hear these complaints from bridesmaids—and even from brides—it makes me cringe in sympathy for their stressed-out attendants. (Not that you’re going to be that way, of course!)

It’s so easy to avoid these kinds of shower-wrecking and stress-inducing problems right from the start, by happily accepting your role as the Woman in Charge and then working with the other hosts to create a plan that’s comfortable for all of you. Here, then, are the first steps to take:

Talk with the Bride

Though a shower is traditionally a complete surprise for the bride, check in with her to see what she truly wants. As you read earlier, today’s bride might be older and might already have all of the household gadgets and supplies she needs. Talking to her beforehand is the only way you’ll really be able to gauge what kind of shower she has in mind.

[image: ]

Find out if your idea to plan a lingerie-gifts–only shower is something she’d like. She may have already stocked up on enough thongs, camisoles, and push-up bras to outfit the entire Ford Modeling Agency.

[image: ]

Get an idea of the couple’s vision. Perhaps her fiancé would love a co-ed wine-and-cheese party, rather than the traditional women-only luncheon. Or, you might not be aware that the bride’s daughter wants to help plan the party as well. Remember, the main goal here is to create a shower the bride is going to love, so go right to the source.

[image: ]

Tell her you’re starting on the plans and you want to get her input from the start: what she wants, what she doesn’t want, any must-haves she’d like you to know about.

[image: ]

Assess whether or not planning the shower as a surprise to the bride would work well. Many shower hosts have successfully pulled off the traditional surprise party, but in some cases—such as if the bride travels a lot at the last minute for work, or if she’s only going to be in town for one weekend before the wedding—you might have to reveal the shower date, just for convenience’s sake.

[image: ]

Find out where she’s registered—this is vital information for your guests!

Talk with the Bride’s Mother

Although the bounds of tradition state that the mother of the bride does not host a bridal shower, some moms are throwing etiquette out the window and getting in on the action by solo-planning a fabulous party for their daughters. In some cases, this is welcome news to the bridal party, who may be strapped for cash and time and only too glad to hand over the power to the woman who wants it most.

[image: ]

Even if the bride’s mother isn’t stepping into the “head hostess” role for this shower, she can be a great asset in the planning process. She might be perfectly instrumental in a surprise shower, delivering the delightfully oblivious bride to the festivities. She’s ideal for providing all the names and addresses of the shower guests, or even volunteering to take on a task or two (or five or six!)

[image: ]

Mom is great for insider knowledge. She may be able to tell you if another of the bride’s friends, relatives, or colleagues is planning an additional shower for the bride. You’ll need to know this, as it’s usually proper for each shower host to invite the bridal party members to her event as well. But don’t worry, you don’t have to bring a big gift to every shower you attend; a small individual gift is fine.

[image: ]

Get the scoop from Mom on a certain gift item the bride and groom have been dreaming about, but couldn’t register for at the department store.

[image: ]

Don’t forget the mother of the groom! She too might be willing to contribute some ideas, help with the budget or the making of favors, or provide additional guest names and addresses. Especially if she’s been in the shadows to a degree during the planning of the wedding, while the mother of the bride enjoys the brighter spotlight, this might be an event where the groom’s mom can let her talents and enthusiasm shine. (An added bonus: your invitation to include the groom’s mother as a welcome shower-planning partner might go a long way in the bride’s efforts at creating a great relationship with her future mother-in-law.)

Meet with the Other Hosts

Gather the other hosts together for an informal planning meeting. This initial meeting gets the process started, sometimes introduces bridesmaids to one another for the first time, and allows each woman to chime in with her ideas for the party. It’s also at this first meeting that you and all the hosts should feel free to talk about your abilities to help plan—whether you’re short on time or cash, for instance.

[image: ]

Plan this meeting with ease and budget in mind. Rather than go out for a pricey dinner, why not lunch or brunch? Or meet at a coffee shop or bookstore cafe where you can relax in plush chairs or spread out your notepads on a clear tabletop. Invite the ladies to your place for coffee and dessert, or meet at a local park for an afternoon picnic. This meeting doesn’t have to be a fancy one. Your planning partners might already be strained under the cost of the bridesmaids’ dresses, shoes, accessories, or even hotel reservations at a location wedding. Keeping things cheaper right now is sure to please the group.

[image: ]

If the bridesmaids are scattered across the country or the world, still in college and cramming for finals, or in any way just not able to make a group get-together, then it’s time to go to the Internet. Computer-savvy shower hosts can send out an initial group e-mail, followed by update e-mails throughout the process to keep everyone up to speed. E-mail is obviously a great and inexpensive way to share information, ask questions, and get the word out quickly on changes in plans. Considering that many busy people can check their messages in a flash using their cell phones or hand-held PDAs, this is a smart choice for the organized planner.

[image: ]

If you prefer a Real-Time conversation but your partners are scattered to the four corners of the earth, set up a private Internet chat room and schedule a time for you all to “meet” there for a planning session. The bonus of this is: your chats can be printed out for future reference, as proof that, yes, that particular bridesmaid did agree to shop for the favors.
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If one or more of the other hosts can’t do the e-mail or chat room thing, for whatever reason, arrange conference phone calls from time to time.

[image: ]

Allow each of your planning partners to use her planning expertise. This ensures that the jobs will be done well, by someone who has a knack for them. For instance, one might be enthusiastic about being the one to collect all the caterers’ brochures while another might be willing to make the cake. You’ll get major points by asking everyone what they feel like doing, rather than handing out assignment sheets.


[image: ] A quick tip from Lara, a maid of honor in Houston: When you send e-mails to your maids, either click on a “receipt verification” notifier, or ask your maids to send back a quick e-mail reply that they got your message. In the world of cyberspace, some messages do drift off into oblivion and never reach the recipient. Arranging for a quick “got it!” can help you avoid problems along the way.



Bring Up the B-Word

Discussing budget is a tricky thing, especially if your partners vary wildly in age, income bracket, and available funds. The wedding expenses themselves can be a strain on any person’s budget, so don’t be surprised if you hear a collective groan from your partners when you bring up the subject of money. You’ll have to set a budget that works for all of you, so you need to start somewhere.

[image: ]

Not everyone is comfortable talking about their money situation (or lack of it) with others, especially if this is your first time meeting with them and you’re a complete stranger. “So, how much money ya got?” just isn’t the ideal icebreaker. In fact, it could even be quite the jawbreaker. You need to be a bit more tactful. The best way to broach the subject is to be direct about it, and throw in a touch of humor if you can. “So, ladies, as much as I hate to bring this up, we need to figure out how much money we’ll all be able to contribute to the budget without selling our kidneys on e-Bay” would work. If you can get them to crack a smile, then you’ll crack open the sensitive issue of money.

[image: ]

Let them figure out what they’re willing to pay. “So, how do you want to do this? Should we put our heads together now and try to come up with a set budget? Or do you want to check in next week after we’ve done some solid research on what things cost, and then figure it out?”

[image: ]

For a personalized option, let everyone decide the dollar amount they can kick in, and have them write it on an index card along with their names and phone numbers or e-mail addresses. This privacy approach protects everyone’s egos, and prevents any of the planners from feeling that they have to give the same amount as the bride’s seven-figure-a-year CEO sister. For many groups of diverse shower planners with generous hearts, this option works well.

[image: ]

Handle the budget in a piecemeal fashion. By this, I mean you all agree to split the main expenses of the shower—say, the caterer’s fee, including the cake—and then each co-host agrees to pay for whichever of the additional shower-planning tasks she agrees to take on. This is a great equalizer. The bridesmaid who’s still in college and is living on less than $100 a week might be thrilled that she only has to kick in $20 for a few packs of shower invitations that she will write out herself, while the significantly more solvent cousin of the bride might be willing to buy all of the shower game prizes and the favors.

[image: ]

A great way to prevent back-and-forth bickering among hosts (hey, these kinds of battles happen all the time) is to state at the outset that each co-planner is free to spend whatever she likes on her chosen task. Regard-less of whether a co-host goes all out, or fools the eye into thinking she’s gone all out with an excellent baker’s job or a frequent-shopper discount at the craft store, you can keep the peace by practicing and encouraging discretion on the money subject. No one else needs to know what the bride’s sister spent on the decorations, and no one else needs to know that you spent twice what the groom’s sister spent, and so on. Don’t get caught up in compare-contrast games when it comes to the planning, or you’ll have a nightmare on your hands.

[image: ]

To get and stay organized, make your own worksheet with expense categories, and have each co-host sign her name next to the category on which she agrees to work. If two are sharing the responsibility for the entertainment, obviously both their names should be recorded there. As team leader, hang on to that signup sheet and make copies to distribute to the others so that everyone knows what everyone else is taking care of. This not only makes the planning easier for them, it also makes it easier for you when no one is calling you at 9 P.M. saying, “Hey, I saw a great deal on a wishing well for rent. Who’s in charge of that?” With the photocopied list, they know whom to call. Organization is bliss.

[image: ]

Keep budget in mind if you’re using the standard lump-sum arrangement, where everyone has agreed to split the final cost of the party. Look through the money-saving ideas in chapter 4 to see where you can shave a few bucks off the expenses, without cutting too deeply, and share these ideas with your co-hosts.

[image: ]

You can win the “Shower Hostess of the Year” award in the eyes of your fellow planners by letting everyone know that they can come to you if they’re having trouble funding their chosen task. Show your flexibility and willingness to help, and the others are likely to become more generous with their time and money as well.

[image: ]

What about the bridesmaid or co-host who simply can’t contribute financially? For instance, the bride’s beloved younger sister may be completely tapped out after paying for the dress and the shoes. She simply cannot help pay for the shower, and she’s really upset about it. While any bridesmaid always holds the option of not participating in a shower due to financial (or time) constraints, consider the concept that time is as valuable a commodity as money. Rather than writing a check, the bridesmaid who can’t kick in $200 as her share of the shower expenses might be the one to do the errands, shopping, interviewing of caterers, or another of the many little time-consuming tasks to be handled. Let her choose a handful of tasks for herself, and then continue on with your original plans to let the others help out where they can as well.


[image: ] Lisa from Davenport, Iowa, reports that one of her maids fell upon hard times financially and really dreaded calling her maid of honor to say she’d need help paying for the liquor, which she’d originally agreed to do on her own. Without any judgments, the maid of honor asked two of the more well-off maids if they’d be willing to send over an extra $20 each, and they were happy to do so. That cash-strapped maid then only had to pay for one-third of her original estimate, which was a welcome relief to her and a solution to the problem.
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Obviously, the more co-hosts you have, the more people you have to split the bill. So if the bride has chosen seven bridesmaids in her bridal party, everything can get just a little bit less expensive for everyone.

[image: ]

If it’s a co-ed shower, that’s twice the number of co-hosts. So don’t be shy about calling the best man and having him and the boys pay for that liquor bill and half the group gift expense. The men might be new at attending co-ed showers, so it’s your responsibility to welcome them to the financial side of hosting the party. In this instance, it’s not just woman’s work. The men get to open their wallets—and help with the planning—as well.

Share the Load

It might not be anywhere near the workload involved in planning a wedding, but pulling together all the elements and tiny tasks involved in a great shower takes a lot of effort. It’s up to you just how many of these tasks you want to take on yourself.

[image: ]

Some hosts prefer to do most of the work, and farm out the little things to their co-hosts. For them, this is fun and they wouldn’t want it any other way. If you’re not the content little planner and would rather share the joys of making a hundred favor labels, spooning six different kinds of fondue dipping sauces into little white ramekins, and photocopying game playing cards, then it’s time for you to delegate out the little jobs.

[image: ]

Your planning team has already sifted through the major tasks, and decided who has the time and the budget to assume responsibility for each. Those are the money-oriented jobs and usually the first ones co-hosts think about when they consider the work that’s going into creating this event. But the to-do list doesn’t stop there. Next, there’s an entire lineup of non-monetary tasks that someone has to raise a hand for. Before getting into these, make sure all of the major tasks have been assigned—someone’s getting or making the cake and someone’s getting or making the invitations, filling them out, and sending them. The task countdown on this page leads you through the major particulars that have to be covered.

The Little Stuff

Your to-do list is likely to be quite unique and detailed, especially if you choose from among the 50 themes listed here in this book. So you won’t find “Pick up a jeweled medieval princess cone hat with flowing purple veil and matching magic wand” on the following list. I encourage you to create your own master task list either in writing or on your computer, leaving plenty of room at the bottom for the inevitable new and little jobs that will arise. Leave nothing to chance or memory. Write everything down, including who has agreed to bring in the tarot card reader and who’s hiring the three impossibly chiseled male exotic dancers who will be pouring the wine for the ladies (and of course keeping their pants on—at least until the bride’s mother leaves).

With your taskmaster list in hand, which you can quickly fill in at your first co-host meeting, you’re already doing a terrific job of leading this shower to near-perfection. Be sure to pre-plan which of your co-hosts will be accountable for the following must-do’s:
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Act as the surprise coordinator, pulling the strings and getting the timing just right so that the bride really does wind up being surprised when she stumbles into her bridal shower, and not her nephew’s birthday party.
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Act as “introductions maven,” standing at the front entrance, handing out glasses of champagne or punch, and introducing guests to one another.

[image: ]

Wrap and label party favors.

[image: ]

Wrap and label game prizes.
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Write out game cards, name tags, and other printed items you’ll need for the events of the day.

[image: ]

Create the seating chart, if applicable, and set out place cards for each guest.

[image: ]

Wrap the bridal party’s big group gift to the bride (and groom).

[image: ]

Act as “card queen,” the person who makes sure all the co-hosts have signed the card that goes with the big gift.

[image: ]

Act as “RSVP captain,” calling each of the guests who haven’t responded by the date requested.
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Act as gift delivery person, bringing to the shower all the presents from guests who couldn’t make it, but sent generous presents in their stead.

[image: ]

Print out maps to the party location, or clear and specific written directions, complete with current landmarks. You’ll get extra points if you make them fun: “Turn left at the house with the enormous turkey-shaped mailbox. Someone has too much time on their hands!” or “When you turn left onto Filden Terrace, you’ll pass the home of the bride’s first boyfriend. Laugh at his misfortune in letting her get away.” These kinds of unusual notes make the ride memorable and let guests know that they’re headed toward a most entertaining event.

[image: ]

Act as game leader for each game you’ll play as a group. Serve as registrar for which gift came from which guest, so the bride can send the correct thank-you’s after the party. To make it easier, write the item description right on the giver’s greeting card and place all the cards in a pretty basket.

[image: ]

Serve as the recorder of the bride’s comments while she’s opening her gifts. (See this page for some creative and original twists on this particular game!)
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